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3AbstrAct
This thesis work arose from my interest and concern in the ongoing transformation happening 
in China socially, culturally, and environmentally. As a child of hydro engineers, I grew up on the 
construction site of Lishui Hydro project. In my experience, the hydroelectric plant was a poetic place, 
a huge geometric structure surrounded by  beautiful water and views of mountains. In my research, 
I found that many people argue against hydro projects, especially Three Gorges Dam, and the main 
focus of their objections has to do with demolition and the displacement of people from their homes. 
Through publications, documentary films, and interviews I gained a clearer view of what happened to 
people in the flooded  reservoir area below the dam. In the process of developing my own perception 
I looked at artists who took this subject on, both objectively or subjectively. 
Through my textiles, I try to reinforce my ideas through different colors of dye and material texture: 
I take the hydro project as a symbol of a transforming society; it wipes away a lot of things; it casts 
a strict structure onto the land and the public, while it also creates something new. It’s a sign of 
modernization, but it’s not the end of it. 
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5Around 86,000 reservoirs had been built in China by the early 
1990s, including 369 large-size reservoirs. While China’s gains 
from building dams and reservoirs can be measured in terms of 
the country’s rapid economic development it has also incurred a 
substantial human cost in terms of the large number of people 
uprooted from their homes. By the late 1980s, after years 
of damming the country’s large rivers and their tributaries, 
12 million people were displaced and officially recognised as 
“reservoir settlers” (shuiku yimin). This figure has since been 
updated to over 17 million with the natural growth of the 
population. China has constructed some 70 large and medium-
size reservoirs and dams since 1979, including the Gezhouba and 
Ertan hydropower stations on the Yangtze River. The two largest 
ongoing hydro projects are the Three Gorges Project on the 
Yangtze River and the Xiaolangdi dam on the Yellow River, which 
will displace about  1.2 million and 180,000 people respectively. 
The dams and reservoirs already built on the tributaries and 
the main course of the Yangtze River along have resulted in the 
displacement of some 10 million people.1
1    Tan, Yan. Resettlement in the Three Gorges Project. 
Hong Kong: Hong Kong UP, 2008. Print.
6 My parents took me to a small town called Jiangya when I was 
four. My first memories of the world were built in this place in 
southern China, surrounded by mountains and water. All the land 
is covered by trees with dark green leaves. It rains a lot in this area 
and there is very high humidity, so my memory of that period of 
my life is usually covered by a green mist. 
My parents were engineers of Jiangya Water Control Project, 
which partially entailed  building a 131-meter-tall, 368-meter-long, 
concrete gravity dam with a structural volume of 1,370,000 m3 on 
Lishui River. The river was named for its indigo color water. Li(澧 ) 
is the word in ancient Chinese to describe this deep blue hue.
7My family and I lived only a few minutes’ walk from the 
building site, where the engineers and their families built 
a temporary place for living and working. The living zone 
was always filled with unused materials and discarded 
steel structures, which made the perfect playground for 
a child. I used to peek outside from inside steel “castles”,  
and the world, framed through the steel, appeared to be 
cut into different geometrical shapes. In southern China 
people plant vast areas of oilseed rape, and the terraced 
hills surrounding our living zone were filled with these 
plants, so in the spring when the blossom of rape flower 
came, the valley was wrapped with greenish stripes.
All my memories of the project are fragments of images. 
The dam is located in a narrow place on the Lishui river, 
and I sometimes sat on top of the mountain on one side 
of the dam to observe workers working from above. 
In the early stage of the construction there was only a 
foundation constructed on the river bed, much shorter 
than the finished structure that I remember. Trucks 
were running around to spread concrete evenly on the 
ground, and a road roller compacted concrete tightly and 
turned the surface from dark brown to light grey. My eyes 
followed those vehicles and my attention was drawn by 
the vine-like marks. 
8I didn’t realize growing up around an under-
construction hydroelectric plant was such 
a unique experience until the project was 
almost finished and I moved to the big city. 
People get to see a lot of building sites, but 
growing up on one is a totally different thing. 
In the dam, human activities  and nature are 
in sharp contrast: two tectonic forces, the 
natural and the artificial, fight for supremacy 
while also merge  into each other. They looked 
so separate while they were shaping each 
other, yet in those moments, the strength 
of nature and humanity reached a perfect 
balance.
The Lishui Dam is made of steel-reinforced 
concrete, which means steel structures 
need to be built up before the concrete is 
applied. To let the water come through, 
engineers designed a middle hole in the dam.
he structure around the middle hole had to 
be extra strong to resist the power of water. I 
have a photograph of workers setting up the 
steel structure. The steel bars are “planted” 
densely, and smoke is rising from the welding. 
When I printed out the photo, the smoke 
turned to an electric blue, with smoky green 
mountains in the background, so that the 
trace of blue looked extra saturated. For a 
moment I thought: “They already generated 
electricity!”
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I looked down a hole and saw warm light 
coming from the bottom; it felt like a path  to 
another world. That was another moment in 
my memory of the dam. When I dug through 
my father’s album I found a photograph of a 
hole. My father told me that was the hole for 
the turbine machine, he was very surprised 
I still remember it. Electricity is generated 
by water pushing a hydro turbine. I always 
thought the turbine was in the dam, but that 
is not the case in Jiangya dam. Lishui river is 
not wide enough for that kind of design, so 
the engineers decided to build a tunnel in the 
mountain and put the machine inside. My 
fragmented memory  was me looking down 
the unfinished tunnel. During construction 
the workers hit a vein of water; I heard that 
people turned it into a hot spring years after 
the construction was finished. 
The dam itself seems so artificial, however 
every part of it is connected with the 
surrounding environment, and it appeared to 
grow organically, like a plant. 
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Even though I didn’t visit that dam often, there were traces of it everywhere in my life. All the sketch 
paper I had was the back of engineering drawings. There weren’t many children my age on the site, and 
my parents were too busy to play with me, so my mother gave me pencils and paper: “Why don’t you 
draw on this?” That’s how I started drawing. 
The paperweights on my father‘s desk were the rock core sample that people drilled out of the mountain 
for analyzing soil structure. I have always been fascinated by their amazing surface and texture, and at 
the way fragments of different colors and shapes were crushed together by nature and created amazing 
patterns. 
One day my mother brought me to the site; she wanted me to see a once-in-a-lifetime scene: the dam 
releasing water. The construction was almost finished, the dam had been storing water for a while, 
and on that day it was going to release the water to prepare for the coming flood. For a long time the 
giant concrete creature remained silent and peaceful, but on that day it suddenly became violent. Huge 
torrents of water escaped from the dam; countless small water drops hit my face, and I couldn't hear 
anything except the rumbling sound. 
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After the dam was finished, it stopped the Lishui water 
from flowing so rapidly, and a lake showed up in the 
lower reach of the river. Every once in awhile the dam 
opens its gate and lets water rush out to generate 
electricity.
Some people ask me if I feel sorry that hydro 、stone 
were the same as the grasses and flowers. I never 
questioned why they were there or what were they 
used for. 
My impressions of Jiangya is a mixture of green mist, 
water, concrete structures and flowers; all the moments 
collapse into each other spontaneously. When I go over 
the old photographs now, they seems less pleasing 
to the eye. I was looking at one photograph in which 
people were  inserting steel bar in the land to prevent a 
landslide. My father said it was because they destroyed 
the lower part of the mountain that the upper part 
started to slide. No one would think steel bar sticking up 
on the rock is beautiful. However the Lishui River used 
to flood, and thousands of lives were taken, millions 
of people lost their homes. The dam really improved 
that situation. The dam represents something positive, 
a poetic form of high technology deeply associate 
with my childhood memory and my admiration for my 
parents. It took a long time for me to realize what role 
hydro project plays in contemporary society and how 
they bring  significant change to some people’s lives. 
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At the same time that Lishui Dam was constructed, another super hydro project 
was also under construction, one of the biggest hydro projects humanity ever built: 
the Three Gorges Dam. While I know the dam I grew up with perfectly, the Three 
Gorges Dam remains a vague phrase in my head: “The biggest dam in the world.” 
Government propaganda uses president Mao’s poem to describe the project: 
Till a smooth lake rises in the narrow gorges
( 高峡出平湖 ). 
Three Gorges Dam is so far away from my life; words like “magnificent” and ”great” 
were used to describe it in the news. It’s very easy for people to forget what actually 
happens  in the Yangtze river basin. My parents sometimes talked about the dam 
and discussed how it functioned or other technical issues which I did not understand 
or was not interested in. The first time I realized what it took to build that dam 
was when I read an article about it. The author’s hometown was going to be 
relocated, and he wrote about how he was excited to move to a bigger city while his 
grandfather was grieving over their homeland and their memories that were being 
flooded away. I don’t remember who wrote this article, but that’s the first time I 
realized that some people’s lives have been completely changed because of a hydro 
project. What the dam meant to them was distinctively different from what it meant 
to me.
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To get a closer view of what happens during demolition, I watched a 
documentary film “Yan-Mo” (before the flood). It’s created by Li, Yifan 
and Yan, Yu. This movie documents the demolition of an old town, 
Fengjie. In 2002, the Three Gorges Dam started to store water for the 
first time, and all the people in Fengjie had to move out; houses had 
to be torn down before the water level began to rise. The film follows 
three storylines, an elderly man who used to own a motel and is going 
to lose his livelihood ; a christian church that tries to raise funds to 
afford the relocation while people start to lose faith; and the struggle 
between a demolition officer and the town’s poor. The film documents 
a site filled with chaos; it gathers a huge amount of specific details 
from different people. The film is completely realistic but you can feel 
the director‘s concern and sensitivity for his subjects through his close 
observation of them. The viewer is able to directly experience the 
emotions of immigrants: confused, angry, struggling and painful. 
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With all this in mind, I went to my father to ask for his opinion. After all he is the reason that I 
feel connected to the Three Gorges Dam hydro project.
M: Meredith  Z: Du, Zhida, my father
M: What’s your position in Jiangya Dam?
Z: I was the chief engineer.
M: What’s the main difference between Jiangya Dam and Three Gorges Dam?
Z: The biggest difference is the scale. The length of Three Gorges Dam is three kilometers, while 
the Jiangya Dam is only 300 meters. Also the volume of Jiangya Dam is only a small fraction of 
Three Gorges. The Three Gorges Dam is 12,800,000 KW, Jiangya is 300,000 KW. There’s ship lock 
in Three Gorges, Jiangya doesn’t have that. But the material and principle of the two dams are 
similar. As a result, the investment to Three Gorges was more than 100 billion Chinese yuan while 
Jiangya project only spent about 3 billion. 
M: What do you think of the Three Gorges Dam?
Z: Very grand.
M:Anything else?
Z:Plays a significant role in flood control and generate great electricity power.
M:What’s the biggest purpose to build Three Gorges Dam?
Z: The prior purpose was to control flood. As the rate of flow in Yangtze River is enormous, 
generating electricity is also its main function.
M: Does it have any negative impact on environment?
Z: Of course. But now it’s still hard to evaluate the overall influence. It needs up to a hundred 
years to collect enough data to make that assumption. Also the impacts are not all negative, 
there’s a positive side too.
M: Why do so many people argue against it?
Z: Because after all it has rather a big impact on the ecosystem. Also it took a huge amount of 
money and human resources to achieve. It is normal for people to have different opinions.
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M: Do you think it should be built?
Z: Of course. Also it was the only solution, we had to build it. Since the population pressure of 
our country, electricity is necessary for developing economy. Another reason was that the flood 
problem in downstream of Yangtze River was getting more serious.
M: Some people argue that it would become a military target?
Z: If there was war, we will open the gate and release the water, then the dam is only a concrete 
structure and not worth targeting. People who said this know nothing about hydro projects. Also 
Three Gorges Dam is not the only super hydro project in the world, we should not give up eating 
for fear of choking.(因噎废食 -an old saying in Chinese)
M: What about the relocation of the people?
Z: In big picture, the relocation process is to grant people more material and money. So there are 
immigrants, but they don’t cause a social problem. If someone fails to transfer these money and 
substance into production means, that’s their problem, not the project’s problem.
M: What if we lived in the relocation zone?
Z: We would pack up and move to our new home, happily. As far as I know, most of the 
immigration districts were in the mountain area near Chongqing, people’s living condition 
there was terrible. The government offered a munificent deal to the immigrants, the relocation 
brought possibilities for those who had been suffering deep poverty for generations.
M: What about the historical sites that went underwater?
Z: Because some people argue about this all the time, government had to spend a lot of more 
money saving and removing those ‘historical treasures’ which aren’t worth that much.
I am surprised that my father’s opinion sounds so official. It was one of the rare moments that he 
sounded so much like an "authority". He admires the triumph of technique in the dam projects 
and seems less worried about their impact, whether environmentally or humanely. Maybe he is 
right; it’s too soon to judge; the drama of Three Gorges Dam is not over, yet. But I couldn’t agree 
with him fully. When I was watching the documentary film, the looks of struggle, confusion and 
helplessness on people’s faces were real and I could not forget them. 
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Why I never care about the complication behind hydro projects before? Probably 
because of the silence of the immigrant community; they had no voice in public 
and hardly left any trace in the river or the river of history. While my father as an 
expert of hydroelectricity, he took a different focus on the whole situation. He focus 
on the bigger picture and believe that was for bigger interest of the nation. China 
is a country with 1.4 billion people, and each one of them craves a better quality 
of life. Should individual concerns stop the process itself? Just as scholar Dematte 
Paola wrote in her article, After the Flood: “For millennia, Chinese has experienced 
the state as a giant bureaucratic machine that moves slowly but inevitably 
towards goals that supposedly trump individual or local rights for an ambiguously 
defined “greater social good,” a concept that the Chinese government has termed 
“Confucian human right”. 1Modernization will not stop and in my personal view it 
shouldn’t stop. “To build up one have to destroy first.” That’s an old saying in China. 
And it has been the truth for thousands of years. Each dynasty broke the previous 
one and rebuilt a new system on top of the ruin. I just hope one day we can say the 
things we build are greater than those we tore down so eagerly in the past.
1　 Demattè, Paola. "After the Flood." Future Anterior: Journal of Historic 
Preservation, History, Theory, and Criticism 9.1 (2012): 49. Web. 
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To get a better view of Three Gorges Dam, I started to look at 
photographs of the project. For the Three Gorges Dam project to 
continue, certain areas had to be flooded, and over one million 
people had to be relocated. The photographer, Linda Butler went to 
those towns before they went underwater and shot the last images 
of those places. The resulting book is passionate and filled with 
powerful images. 
As she writes, “I had fallen in love with this place of serenity and 
chaos, of ancient time and modern noise, of hope and tragedy … As I 
observed life in villages and cities on the river, I felt as though several 
centuries of history collapsed into a single moment of time-that the 
past and present were mixed together in a tantalizing brew.”1
Right now that complexity has been completely wiped away by a 
bigger power. It has been flooded by water. 
1　Butler, Linda. Yangtze Remembered: The River beneath 
the Lake. Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 2004. Print.
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Linda Butler, Carpenter's House in Ruins, Beishi 2003
Linda Butler, Sand Sedimentation, Old Zigui 2000
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35Xiaodong Liu is a Chinese artist who took on this subject. He went to the Three Gorges construction site 
and painted the real life of the immigrants. His painting Newly Displaced Population is probably one of 
the most famous pieces that relates to the dam. In it, carefree children are playing; young people have 
many kinds of looks on their faces, excited, confused or carefree, while middle-aged people look at the 
dam silently. The background of the painting depicts the half-finished dam and the ruins filled with rock 
fragments from an explosion.
Ji, Yunfei is another a Chinese artist who carefully observed the demolition site and described it in a 
traditional Chinese painting format. In his painting immigrants and parts of the demolition site are piled 
on each other among many historical or symbolic objects in the classical scenery.
Liu Xiaodong, Newly Displaced Population
YUN-FEI JI, Mistaking Each Other for Ghosts, 2007 Watercolor and ink on Xian paper 
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Catherine Yass, Lock, 2006
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Unlike Liu, Xiaodong and Ji, Yunfei, who subjectively express the idea by painting the 
immigrants, Catherine Yass is an artist who looks at this subject from a more objective 
angle. She is an English artist noted for her films and photographs. A lot of her works 
present combined feelings of negativity and positivity about their subject matter, 
which provided a very inspiring way for me to look at a subject with so much tension.
 
Her video “Lock” (2006) describes a moment when a ship passes through the door of 
Three Gorges Dam. She put two cameras on both the front and back of the ship and 
played the two videos side by side together. The video starts with a scene where high 
concrete columns appear on the river, with a mountain slowly disappearing in the 
mist, while on the other side, the ship moves towards a huge metal door. When the 
ship sits inside the lock, it feels like a surreal world. The sound of the ship horn as well 
as the rubbing of metal make the feeling even stronger. After a while, the mountains 
and water show up on the front view. From the back, the door slowly closes and 
moves farther and farther away. Yass takes a close look at this highly symbolic 
structure and brings the viewer directly to Three Gorges Dam rather than discussing 
its real-world problematics, and by doing so she opens up bigger possibilities for 
reading the dam. Without speaking out loudly, the artist takes viewers through a 
“passage”, and in the experience, different considerations of the notion “passage” are 
evoked: whether it is a literal transition from one side to another side of the dam, or 
a society transforming from one structure to another, or even might an individual’s 
movement from one life state to another.
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Another video “Decent”, shot in 2002, also presents a similar feeling. Yass set the camera in a crane over a 
construction site at Canary Wharf, London. The shot starts from the cloudy sky and the steel structure. It is hard to 
understand what is going on at first sight. As the crane gets lower, the finished part of the building starts to show up 
and the surrounding buildings appear in the fog. In the end people can clearly see the details of the street, no longer 
covered in fog. Through the transition of height and view, the artist is able to create a connection between mystery 
and reality.
Many of Yass’ colorful photographs have the same feeling.
She placed large-format transparencies around a demolition site in London--on diggers, under girders, in piles of 
glass and rubble--and then retrieved them some weeks later, after they had been damaged, scratched, ripped, and 
transformed by color reactions on the emulsion. The images were placed in light boxes in the new building after it 
was completed. They are in Yass’ words, “small windows into a past and interior world illuminated by imagination and 
memory".1
1　"CATHERINE YASS, 'DECOMMISSIONED', JW3, LONDON." CATHERINE YASS, 'DECOMMISSIONED', JW3, 
LONDON. N.p., n.d. Web. 03 Apr. 2016.
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Catherine Yass, Decommissioned, London, 2013
Catherine Yass, Descent, 2002
40
41
42
43
44
The Three Gorges Dam remains a perfect 
metaphor for transformation. It wipes away 
a lot of things; it casts a strict structure onto 
the public and the land, while it also creates 
something new. It’s a sign of transformation, 
but it’s not the end of it. Like the video made 
by Catherine Yass, the door has opened, the 
ship is moving forward. And the door to the 
past is also locking up and moving further 
and further away.
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This is a crazy apartment building in Hong Kong. Because 
the population on that island is so dense, the apartment 
buildings usually have thousands of tiny cells filled with 
people. This image is compelling to me in different ways. 
The first thing that catches my attention is the color. 
Although the overall feeling is a little messy and dirty, 
when seeing the colors separately, each remains pure. 
Who lives in those cells? What are they like?
When I start to observe carefully, unit by unit, new 
things start to stand out. Every window has different 
hue, lighter or darker, vivid or pale, older or newer. Most 
of them are covered by rain marks but when the light 
hits the glass in a certain angle, suddenly everything on 
the glass is blocked. That doesn’t mean that all trace of 
time has been washed away, only people can’t see them 
any more. Am I looking at my country and culture in the 
same way, everything I see is a reflection of my own life 
and experience?
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Andreas Gursky, Windows, Hong Kong
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The units are so similar and yet they are so different. If I look at the people behind 
the glass, would I get the same feeling that I get from looking at the facade?
Last, I see the grid, which is so rigidly cast onto the colors and creates an 
overwhelming structure. Every windowpane, every color is strictly restrained 
within squares.
Do people living behind the grid also feel restrained?
I separate all the colors and paint brush strokes. I look at the image when I’m doing 
this, so all the colors remain like the image. The longer I draw, the less I care about 
the original structure. Some strokes are bigger and full of color, some of them are 
just a dry drag. Later I get comments like: “This is so painterly.” I never was that 
much a painter, but in that moment, I was eagerly moving the brush though the 
imaginary grid in my head.
I can’t free the people, but I can free the colors.
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Textile design to me is a grey area between design and fine art. On one hand, the 
method of producing textiles is restrained by the equipment, the material, and 
the end use. On the other hand, the content of textiles has so much of freedom. 
For centuries, instead of functioning as purely decorative elements, textiles have 
carried symbolic meaning which represents many things: people, beliefs, the 
natural world, history, and tradition. People used to insert information behind 
the movements of shapes and shifting of colors. Since the industrial revolution, 
technology has allowed textiles to be produced much more easily and textile 
products have become more accessible than ever. The selection of motifs has 
gained more freedom. From my own experience as a textiles designer, pattern can 
be challenged as a powerful visual language to reveal a larger variety of subjects. 
Recently the boundary between pattern and painting as well as other fine arts has 
become even more blurred.
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When I am generating a new motif 
for the subject of hydroelectricity, 
I keep asking myself: why textiles? 
Do I put something into a repeating 
pattern only because I happen to 
be a textile designer? From the 
experience of designing repeated 
patterns I know very well that not 
all artwork serves well as pattern; 
some motifs are better standing on 
their own. What repeating patterns 
can build is a inner structure. By 
repeating the same elements, the 
feeling of the motif can be enhanced 
or open a bigger possibility for the 
viewers.
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Also textiles interests me because its final form is an everyday 
object that has a close relationship to general population. 
Compared to a fine art object, a textile product is much more 
accessible and has a larger audience. I enjoyed “reading” 
traditional patterns because they combines more information 
than they appears to, and I imagine designing textiles 
which work in a similar way . I picked this subject because 
of my personal experience and social perspective, and I am 
fascinated to follow this concept and reach a place I have 
never been before.
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Concept development and studio practice 
often feel like weaving threads to me. It can be 
logically organized, well planned, but most of 
time it happens spontaneously. At this point, 
the question of how much of the message the 
audience can undercover has become less 
important. I would like to introduce them to a 
unique experience; I try to create an atmosphere 
that evokes thinking and imagination. Maybe 
they will be curious about the story behind it and 
find that this body of textile work has taken on a 
surprisingly heavy subject. There’s no necessity 
to talk more, and this is the beauty of art.
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